ABSTRACT. Predictions about level and dispersion of happiness in nations are derived from three theories of happiness: comparison-theory, folklore-theory and livabilitytheory. The predictions are tested on two cross national data-sets: a comparative survey among university students in 38 nations in 1985 and a collection of comparable general population surveys in 28 nations around 1980. Most predictions of comparison-theory and folklore-theory are defied by the data. The predictions of livability-theory are all confirmed.
INTRODUCTION
Happiness is a highly valued goal in social policy. It is generally agreed that we should try to reduce human suffering and make life more satisfying for a greater number. As such, happiness is a current output-indicator of policy success (Veenhoven, 1993A) .
Though there is wide agreement that we should promote happiness, there is doubt whether we can do much about it. This doubt is embodied in two theories of happiness: 'comparison-theory' and 'folklore-theory'. Both these theories predict that a better society makes no happier people. They contradict common sense 'livability-theory', which holds that improvement of living-conditions in a society will make life more enjoyable.
Below I wilt consider these theories in more detail and confront them with data of two cross-national surveys on happiness. Happiness or life-satisfaction is the degree to which one judges the quality of ones life favourably. Elsewhere I have delineated this definition in more detail (Veenhoven, 1984: 22-25) . Theories of happiness differ in assumptions about the sources of information used in the evaluation of life.
Comparison-theory
This theory assumes that the evaluation of life is based on a mental calculus, in which perceptions of life-as-it-is are weighted against standards of how-life-should-be. Standards of comparison are presumed to be variable rather than fixed, and to follow perceptions of possibilities. In other words, we would judge life by what we think it can realistically be.
What life could possibly be is either inferred from observation of other people, or by our own experiences. Therefore, improvement of living conditions in a country would inevitably involve a raising of standards. Conversely, deterioration of living conditions would lower standards of comparison. Because standards follow success, the difference between standard and reality remains the same in the long run. As a result, subjective appreciation of life would be unrelated to the objective quality of it.
There are two main variants of this theory: 'social-comparison' and 'lifetime-comparison'.
The social-comparison variant stresses comparison with other people. It holds that people will be unhappy in spite of good conditions if they compare with others who are in an even better situation. Likewise, people would be happy in adverse conditions if they compare with others who suffer even more.
The lifetime-comparison variant presumes that we judge our life in the cognitive context of our best and worst experiences. This variant claims that people will be unhappy in good conditions if they happen to
